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One fact is beyond dispute: heroin
.is flooding into the United States in
sufficient quantitics to support an
ever growing number of addicts. Esti-
mates about the drug traffic are unre-
liable, but trends are pamnfully clear
in mounting deaths, young zombies
stambling through city streets, crime
to the point of civic terror. There are
said to be some 560.000 addicts in
America now, twice the number esti-
mated two years ago and ten times
the level of 1960.

Another fact gocs unchallenged:
suddenly, in 1970, high-grade pure
white heroin, which Americans prefer
to the less refined drug more nor-
mally consumed by Asians, appeared
in plentiful and cheap supply wher-
ever there were GI's in Vietnam. The
epidemic was a vast eruption. It took
the withdrawal of the troops to douse
it, for the fearful flow could not be
staunched.

Beyond those facts, the sordid story
of drug traflicking has been a shad-
owy, elusive mixture of controversial
elements. 1t was obvious that there
must be corruption involved. It was
obvious that there must be politics in-
volved, if only because the traffic con-
tinues to flourish on such a scale de-
spite the energetic pronouncements
of powerful governments. It takes a
map of the whole world to trace the
drug net.

Since the United States suddenly
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became aware of the sinister dimen-
sions of the plague and President
Nixon bravely declared war on drugs
(unlike the persistently undcclared
war in Indochina), it has been cus-
tomary for U.S. officials to pinpoint
the poppy fields of Turkey and the
clandestine laboratories of Marseille
as the source of most of the Anierican
curse. Nobody denied that the bulk of
the world’s illicit opium (some say 70
percent, some say 50 to 60 percent) is
grown in Southeast Asia and partic-
ularly in the “golden triangle” of
mountains where Burma, Thailand,
and Laos meet. But the U.S. govern-
ment insisted, and continues to insist
in the 11l-page report on the world
opium trade published in August,
that this supplics natives and seldom
enters American veins.

Not so, says Alfred W. McCoy,
who spent some two years studying
the trade. And further, it is certain to
become less and less so as measures
which the United States demanded in
Turkev and France take effect in
blocking the old production and
smuggling patterns. This is of crucial
tmportance for two reasons. One is
that firm establishment of an Asian
pattern to Amcrica means that the
crackdown in Turkey and France will
be next to futile so far as availability
of heroin in the United States is con-
cerned, The second is that focusing
attention on Southeast Asta would
bring Americans to understand that
the “war on drugs” is inextricably in-
volved with the Indochina war, and
has to be fought on the same battle-
ground from which President Nixon
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assured us he was disengaging “with
honor.”

McCoy, a twenty-seven-year-old
Yale graduate student, worked with
immense diligence and considerable
courage—for the opium trade is.dan-
gerous business and the combination
of opium, politics, and war can be
murderous—to document the facts of
the Asian pattern. '

A good deal of it has been common
gossip in tawdry bars of Saigon, Vien-
tiane, and Bangkok for years. But the
gossip mills of Indochina are a long
way from the streets of Harlem and
the high schools of Westchester
County. The general knowledge that
the rumors reflected is a long way
from precise, confirmed detail. So the
Asian pattern had 'never come
through clearly in the United States.

Now, in his book The Politics of
Heroin in Southeast Asia, McCoy has
set it down. To show how it devel-
oped, he had to backtrack. The use of
opiates in the United States has a
long history. It wasn’t until after
World War I that widespread oppro-
brium, added to growing understand-
ing of the dangers, turned the trade
into an underworld monopoly. But
World War 11 disrupted the supply
routes. Unable to get drugs, Amen-
can addicts were forced to quit the
hard way. The market diminished,
and, with a modicum of enforcement
effort and international cooperation,
might have been wiped out.

A single U.S. official act, McCoy
belicves, turned that chance around
and enabled the creation of a world-
wide octopus of evil almost bevond
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society’s power to destroy. That was
the deportation of Charles “Lucky”
Luciano from New York to his native
Sicily in 1946. While he was in prison
-he had cooperated with the US.

Navy by arranging with the Mafia to
easc the path of American troops in-
vading the island, and the Navy was
proud of the result. It wasn't the only
time that American intelligence used
criminals to help the war effort. War,
and intelligence, are dirty businesses
and criminals are sometimes best at
dirty skills.

Luciano not only kept his bargain,
He made an extravagant, enormously
profitable best of it to reestablish the
flagging “honored society” and ar-
range the links which would assure a
thriving drug trade to the United
States. He was something of an orga-
nizational genius, in McCoy’s view.
Whether or not McCoy is correct in
thinking that the network couldn’t
have been built without him, he did
indeed succced in building it and
forging the key bond to the Corsican
syndicates, the underworld socicty in
France on which the drug structure
now rests.

Once the connections were made,
the shifting drug pattern became vir-
‘tually indestructible, because it pro-
duced such vast profits that it could
buy the indulgences needed to per-
petuate itsclf,

The Corsicans were also en-
trenched in French Indochina. When
Middle Eastern supplics of opium be-
came inadequate for the burgeoning
heroin trade, they had the contacts to
tap the Southcast Asian sources de-
veloped in the first place as the result
of British colonial grced. The British
fought two wars for the right to create
a lucrative opium market in China in
the mad-nineteenth century. The
Communist government of  China
wiped it out, quite ruthlessty, but the
evil tradition remains decply im-
bedded in the economies and customs
of China’s southern neighbors.

McCoy shows with devastating
narrative skill how, again and again,
the need for money and the lust for
power led both colonial and indepen-
dent Asian governments o turn to
the opium trade. During the French
Indochina war, a government, for the
first time, it secms, deliberately vio-
lated its own laws against the trade
for military purposes. “Operation X”
of the French secret service aimed at
v securing the support of the Indo-
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chinese hill tribes in the fight against

- the Viet Minh. It transformed the oc-
casional opium cultivation by the
tribesmen into a production upon
which they came to depend for their
livelthood. 1t also provided the trans-
port and marketing arrangements on
which the pattern of the Southeast
Asian trade still rests.

Traffic dwindled when the French
army left at the end of the war. Ngo
Dinh Diem, America’s choice to keep
South Vietnam separate and anti-
Commuunist despite the provisions of
the 1954 Geneva accords, battled and
defeated the Binh Xuyen gangs. The
French had entrusted Binh Xuyen
with the opium business in Saigon in
return for information and clandes-
tine help. U.S. authoritics approved,
and checred Diem’s victory over the
kingdom of vice. They didn’t under-
stand how intricately and inscparably
opium and political power were en-
twined in Saigon.

Diem learned faster than the cru-
sading Americans. Though bis regime
was puritanical in some superficial
ways which irritated the Saigonese—
dancing was banned, for example—he
allowed his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu to
revive the Saigon rackets for the same
reason France had used them. There
was no other way to get the money to
buy the informers to enable the au-
thorities to kecep the Communists
from penetraling Saigon to the point
of collapse.

President Kennedy did realize that
the corruption which finally per-
meated the Diem regime would never
allow South Vietnam to become
healthy enough to resist the Commu-
nists on its own. So Washington
dropped Diem, and he went to his
death in 1963. But the rackets did not
fall with him. The structure remained
for the unavoidable use of whoever
sought to cling to power in South
Vietnam without a solid popular
base—so far, beyond the ability of
any South Vietnamese to build.
Eventually, inescapably, the Ameri-
cans accepted and came to use the
one weapon which—more than B-
52’s, more than antipersonnel bombs,
more than search-and-destroy
sweeps, more than pacification—had
proven cffective in holding Saigon to-
gether,

McCoy does nor say that the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency, in charge of
the war in Laos and undercover op-
erations in Victnam acuvclel cngagcd
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"in the opium traffic to acquire funds,

as the French did in Operation X. He
says that “only the Agency itself can
answer” whether that happened or
not, an innuendo which is all the
more unfortunate and unwise be-
cause the charges he does make are
amply founded and documented. It is
a sclf-destructive failing of a certain
kind of investigative journalism to at-
tempt to provide all the answers, by
deduction and implication, so that
doctrine can be fully served, when
what can be proven is enocugh.
McCoy has proven enough to demon-
strate his major thesis:

That the U.S. government has been
involved in the narcotics traffic in
Southeast Asia on at least the level of
coincidental complicity by: (1) allying
with groups actively cngaged in the
drug traflic; (2) ignoring the activities
of known heroin traflickers; ©)
'knowingly allowing American air-|

'-craft aircraft crews, and other mate-|
‘rial to be subverted for the transport}
.of opium and heroin.

The CIA flatly denied this. In a for-
mal critique of the book delivered to
the publishers, the Agency said, “The
truth is that CIA has never been in-
volved in the drug traffic and is ac-
tively engaged in fighting against
it.

The denial is disingenuous. No
doubt the CIA never wanted to be in-
volved with drugs. There has never
been the slightest bit of evidence pro-
duced that the CIA as an organiza- |
tion or any of its directly employed
American agents engaged in the drug
traffic. But, as McCoy shows, the CIA
knew perfectly well that the French
had organized the hill tribes of Laos
to support their war by encouraging
opium production, and the CIA knew
peifectly well that opium continued
to be an essential lubricant in getting
the Meos to fight our “secret war.” It
knew that General QOuane Rattikone,
removed only last year as chief of
staff of the Laotian army, which is
otherwise totally dependent on the
United States, supplemented Ameri-
can subsidies with regular and sub-
stantial opium profits. He boasted
about it openly.

The CIA knew perfectly well that
the remnants of the Nationalist Chi-
nese armies left behind in northern
Burma and Thailand used opium for -
money to buy guns with which they
not only conducted U.S.-sponsored
raids into the People’s Republic of
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China but also defended their opium
trade against competitors. The CIA
probably knows more about the in-

|

volvement of top Thai generals, with -
wham the United States works

closely, in the opinm-heroin net than
McCov was able to find out, although
he made astonishing penctrations
into the dank jungle of sccrecy that is
high-level Thai corruption.

The point is that the CIA didn’t
care, and didn’t think it was supposed
to care. It made something of a mat-
ter of pride about not being prissy
and moralistic and lity-fingered about
local customs and the habits of local

! leaders and their methods of winning

and holding power. 1t stuck to its own
business of fighting Communism,
however that business might best
seem {o be done.

As McCoy says: “Unlikc some na-
tional intelligence agencices, the CIA
did not dabbie in the drug traflic to
finance its clandestine operations.
Nor was its culpability the work of a

few corrupt agents, cager to share in .

the enormous profits. The CIA’s role |

in the heroin traflic was simply an in-
advertent but incvitable conscquence
of its cold war tactics.”

Because of its-dedication to what 1t
considers its proper busincss, the CIA
has been offended and upset at

charges which it says “could create an |

accepted myth that the CIA has been !

involved in the drug traflic. . .
believe that the effect of Mr. McCoy’s
book is to do a disservice to this fight
[against drugs] and to dishcarten the
many sincere people in CIA who are
at least as concerned about this men-
ace as Mr. McCoy.” _

So it has been with many of our in-
stitutions in the saga of Vietnam.
Honest public servants. doing what

‘they thought was right, have been

disheartened to discover the unin-
tended results of their eflorts. But the
results are there.

The book has flaws. It tends to be
repetitious at points, because the pat-
tern it traces is complex and is con-
stantly doubling back and over-
lapping. More secrious, McCoy
accepts some sccopdary and deduc-
tive sources which cannot be consid-
ered irrefutable. But he also has
many new firsthand sources and spe-
cific details which are more than suf-
ficicnt to make his case, and a marvel-
ously well organized section of docu-
mentary notes and an index, which
reinforce the book’s authority.

. We
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The most serious flaw, to my mind,
is a leftish bias quick to note the un-
deniable motive of anti-Communism
in the decisions which helped the
drug trade flourish, but never aware
of the Communist motives and ac-
tions which prompted the reaction.
For example, McCoy shows how
French Socialists worked with the
CIA in the immediate postwar period
(strengthening the Corsican syndi-
cates in the process) against the Com-
munist drive for power. It was, he
says, serving “U.S. 1nterests,” It never
seems to occur to him that French So-
cialists, and many other Frenchmen,
opposed Communist power in France
in their own interest, and for reasons
vivid in their own experience, re-
freshed even today as they waich the
life of Czechoslovakia and the plight
of intellectuals in Russia. It never
seems to occur to him, as he writes
disdainfully of Western Europc’s ap-
prehension “over Soviet gains in the
Eastern Mediterranean,” that West-
ern Europe saw Eastern Europe occu-
pied and tyrannized, in blatant viola-
tion of formal treaties. Jt never seems

to occur to him that people who have’

watched the Brezhnev doctrine in op-
cration are not thinking primarily of
America’s wishes when they resist ex-
pansion of Soviet power.

But the reporting is generally solid
and it supports to a substantial extent
McCoy’s devastating conclusion: “In-
deed, in the final analysis the Ameri-
can people will have to choose be-
tween supporting doggedly anti-
Communist governments in South-
east Asia or getting bheroin out of
their high schools.”

It is probably misleading to as-
sume, as McCoy does too easily, that
smashing the Southeast Asia pattern
will smash the heroin trade. But he
has dcmonstrated, I think conclu-
sively, that the trade cannot be liqui-
dated so long as the United States
supports the corrupt regimes of
Southcast Asia. That is what the book
is about, and it was McCoy's purpose
in writing it, just as it was Daniel Ells-
berg’s purpose in releasing the Penta-
gon Papers, Lo convince the American
public that the United States cannot
win the Vietnam War but none of its
leaders have the courage to end it.

Elisberg failed, in the sense that

President Nixon has managed to al-
lay public distress and keep the war
going by changing tactics. In part,
that failure was due to the fact that
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controversy over publication of the
papers diverted the attention Ellsberg
wanted to focus on analysis of the
war. There has also been a con-
troversy over the publication of
McCoy’s book, this time created by
those of his friends who denounce
Harper & Row for allowing the CIA
to sec the galley proofs before public
release. It is a poor precedent, though
in the circumstances it doesn’t seem
heinous to me. It would be much
worse if McCoy’s proponents cause
him to fail in his real purposc by
turning his book into a “censorship
attempt” issue instead of an issue of
war and drugs.

Another lesson emerges from the
book, which McCoy doesn’t have
room to discuss but which would be
a worthier subject of debate about the
CIA than whether Harper & Row
should have given it a prepublication
chance of rebuttal: that 1s whether,
apart from the moral revulsion and ill

repute brought on the United States
by CIA “dirty tricks,” there is any net
gain of any kind as a result of their
operations. Intelligence is certainly
necessary. Intelligence evaluation is
crucial. But McCoy’s book, and many
other disclosures, create at lcast a
very scrious question about the value
of the operational side of the CIA.
What has the United States achicved
from the CIA-run war in Laos? What
did the United States get from the
abortive coup attempt in Indonesia,
or the Bay of Pigs? What was the fi-
nal benefit of the CIA-mounted revo-
lution in Guatemala? It is true that
the CIA probably didn’t do anything
the Russians don’t do, but it is time to
ask whether fighting fire with fire
even works. The Politics of Heroin in
Southeast Asia shows the evil it un-
wittingly produces. The next question
is whether anyone can show that un-
dercover operations actually do any
good.




